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HOPE IN AN IV DRIP

GABRIEL CHENG

I find it easiest to talk about the deceased when
writing it down. When other people are listening,
they’ll interject what they assume you’re looking for
as you’re speaking. Not paper. You can perfectly
express yourself, free from the responsive obligation that comes with talking. All the thoughts and
reactions occur long after everything has been said.
When I talk about my dad, people think I’ve tasked
them with help me come to terms with his passing.
That’s not the case at all. I’ve already come to terms
with it, more or less. The trick with losing someone
meaningful is similar to losing a limb. You take it day
by day. Some are better than others and you can
even forget what’s missing. But it’s not an infection,
or anything that can be fixed. You can only come to
terms with it.
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I have no doubt that my childhood shaped
my memories of him, but it was certainly a happy
time for me. He was a man with obligations, but
he always found time to be with his son and make
sure he was happy. I think that’s what it means to
be a parent—working hard to make sure your child
always knows you’re with them, every step of the
way. I looked up to him like I’m sure many people
do to their parents, and I took every word of guidance he gave me as though it were law. He wasn’t
able to attend every birthday party, and I had a lot
of nights where I called him on the phone to talk to
him before bed. But he did what he had to do to
support his family and make sure that I could live a
comfortable life. I regret that I couldn’t retroactively
thank him for all that hard work, among other things.

It’s easy to take things for granted as a
child when you don’t yet understand the weight
that they could have in your life. If I could have only
known the way that all those years I spent with him
would shape me to be the person I am today, I
would’ve worked to squeeze every bit of wisdom
and cherishable memories out of him that I could.
The kingdom of the mind is a palace of sand, ever
changing. I remember him taking me to see a sand
mandala once, in a monastery. It was something I
didn’t understand at the time, the temporary nature
of something so beautiful, but it’s very fitting now.
Life is constantly changing, like the sand mandala
constantly being swept away and built again. The
only constant thing in anyone’s life is change, but
that’s a hard thing to accept.
As a child, it was difficult to understand the
nature of the situation. There was no one to blame
for the accident that would leave my father comatose for four long years. There was no antagonist,
like in a cartoon, only people trying to live their lives
with unfortunate repercussions. Buckle Up for Chi
became some kind of movement so that people
could avoid the same kind of situation. I didn’t much

care for it, because he was still my father, though I
stopped seeing him as alive after a while.
The first year was the hardest, driving out
to see him in whatever hospital he was staying in.
Covered in gauze and plugged with tubes as if to
prevent the soul from leaking out of his broken
vessel, he stared blankly into nothingness the same
way every time I visited him. I wanted to shake him,
rouse him from this stagnant mummification he was
being put in, but all I could do was cry and squeeze
his hand with mine. I’m sure many have been there
before. It’s an experience not everyone can have,
but I’m not any more thankful for it. Holding out
hope is like holding out your arms—if you keep
doing it, eventually you’ll be too tired to do it
any more.
My family was ever certain: “He’s getting
better!” and “He’ll be back!” every time he was
mentioned. But I just looked at him like a corpse
the hospitals pumped full of IV fluids and irrational
hope. It got hard, and I got mean. I was a polite
young man, modeled after the patience my father
worked to preserve. When he fell into a coma and
I started to attend middle school in a low-income
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neighborhood with a single mother, I couldn’t continue that politeness. The directionlessness follows
me to this day, and I wonder regularly if I’m doing
what he would approve of.
I went to a therapist during my father’s
hospitalization, and he tried to help me to come to
terms with the possibility of my father’s passing. I
was adamantly opposed to the idea, and distracted
him with his own hobbies and my anxieties about
relationships I was in. Whether the doctor was simply burning my mother’s poorer and poorer bank
account or I was simply too shocked to try to recover is something I don’t have an answer to. Needless
to say, the therapy was a distraction more than a
solution to the budding depression I was grappling
with as a child. There isn’t a day that goes by where
I’m not still fighting it. It’s just a different kind of
anesthetic now.
Discovering those kinds of solutions for
yourself becomes forced on you when you lose the
person who was helping you along the way. There’s
a lot of doubt that comes with this individuality and
responsibility. “Am I doing the right thing by doing
this?” and “Is this really the best way to cope?”

Directionlessness is surprisingly common, as I’ve
found out. I’m sure everyone has their own solutions
to such a thing.
Morality and self-doubt really comes into
play when you’ve run out of hope to give and inner
strength to keep believing things will change. You
consider the possibility that he’ll never recover, and
that it would be better to put him out of his misery
like a sick animal by pulling the plug on him. How
long do you hold out hope? How long do you hold
out your arms? Self doubt and inaction leads to indifference, and you give up on deciding altogether.
You become reactionary instead of actionary.
He did get better, and spent a lot of time
with my family in their home. They made a room
for him, hired nurses to keep him healthy and work
his muscles, and he hung around like a looming
spectre of death, as if to say, “This could happen
to you...!” We’re all going to die, but nobody likes
to be reminded of that temporality. I was in high
school when he passed away, and though it didn’t
make me feel much better or worse, I was at least
thankful that he was no longer kept alive by the
hope of others. I think they were holding on to an

impossibility; he was dead to me the instant I first
saw him in that hospital. No sense in keeping a
corpse around, even if he sometimes by pure coincidence looks in your direction or opens his mouth
as if to say something. It fills me with a lot of anger
now to think about, but this kind of intensity is to be
expected when opening an old wound.
I’m still alive, somehow, and I dream about
him all the time. Innocuous as any mundane object,
he’s there and we talk. I think my brain is trying to
make up for lost time, and I can’t say I’m not thankful for my time with him, even if it’s only some kind
of mental re-creation of him from my shattered
memories. Waking up and remembering he’s gone
is tough but I keep moving forward. After all, I’ve
found that nothing is impossible to walk away from
but death. Every painful event in life is just another grain of sand on the beach, and as stubborn
humans we’ll keep walking forward regardless. Call
it apathy, call it pride, call it whatever you want. We
find an excuse to keep on living, even if it’s unpleasant at times.
It’s fine to break down every now and again. No
person is indestructible, unfazed by every hardship

of life. That’s what coming to terms with hardship
really is; coping when you need to. If anybody can
get even a little strength to keep moving through
life, then it’s serving a worthy purpose. I know how
hard strength is to come by, especially in the face
of loss. It comes and goes, but it’s never entirely
gone—not unlike those who have passed, coming
and going in thoughts like drifting clouds through a
clear blue sky. They remain, and so do we.
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